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The Coordinated Assistance Network (CAN) 
 
Origins and Background 
The origins of the Coordinated Assistance Network (CAN) grew out of the 
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. The tragedy showed clearly that making 
clients find their way through a web of service providers caused added confusion 
in an already trying time. Several disaster clients were lost within the improvised 
system; others were shuttled from appointment to appointment, having to tell 
their painful story time and time again. The lessons learned in New York had a 
significant impact on both national and local disaster relief agencies, leading to 
an intensive search for not just a better way to deliver services to those in need, 
but to also help communities improve planning for natural and man-made 
disasters.  
 
Galvanized by the September 11th experience, in 2003 seven leading relief 
organizations joined together to form CAN. The founding members are the 
Alliance of Information and Referral Systems (AIRS), the American Red Cross, 
National Voluntary Agencies Active in Disaster (National VOAD), The Salvation 
Army, and United Way of America – and two New York organizations – Safe 
Horizon and the 9/11 United Services Group. The American Red Cross serves as 
the fiscal agent of CAN. 
 
CAN’s Charge 
CAN’s mission is clear: To support disaster relief organizations to develop and 
implement a sustainable system and proactive approach to integrated service 
delivery and to appropriately and effectively share client and resource information 
following large scale disasters.  
 
CAN’s vision is ambitious: Disaster relief organizations support one another for 
the common good through a coordinated assistance network. The network 
promotes and locally adopts integrated service delivery models and a standards-
based system of client and resource information exchange to ensure clients 
receive the most efficient, effective assistance following disasters. 
 
Understanding there is no market share on human suffering, the founding 
agencies have created a fully functional, user driven technology platform now in 
place to ease the burden on relief agency works and disaster victims, alike. 
Caseworkers from over 200 non governmental agencies log onto the secure, 
web based CAN database to review client and resource information and 
assistance provided by other agencies. The capability enables caseworkers to 
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provide assistance quickly reducing paperwork so disaster victims are not 




In addition, because caseworkers can see the details of each client’s case, 
including what services and resources have been provided by other agencies, 
they are better able to craft a more comprehensive, holistic recovery plan for that 
client or family, without unnecessarily wasting resources. 
 
CAN by the Numbers: 
• 19 national, 4 regional and 230 local of the nation’s leading relief agencies 
(253 total) have become CAN Participating Agencies  
• 4,688 users have registered on the system since Hurricane Katrina’s 
landfall; 2,553 are currently active users.  
• The CAN database contains 369,544 active client records  
• The CAN database contains 14,379 resource agencies 
• The CAN database contains 32,504 resource services 
• The CAN database contains over 90,000 client records provided by FEMA 
to eliminate duplication of benefits. 
 
Community Based Disaster Planning 
In early 2005, CAN began a pilot communities program to introduce the CAN 
model of collaboration operational coast-to-coast in the U.S. The six pilot 
communities are: New York City; Washington, DC, New Orleans, Oklahoma City, 
San Francisco and Seattle  
 
The pilot communities are working to develop the scope, magnitude and 
complexity of plausible major natural disasters, terrorist attacks or other major 
emergencies that pose the greatest risk to their communities. Working with the 
CAN staff, the communities are working to identify the tasks, capabilities, 
resources and service delivery modifications required for a coordinated response 
and recovery to such disasters. Each community continues to show significant 
interest in CAN, particularly in the use of the technology to enhance existing 
systems.  
 
In a 2006 pilot community survey completed, 93% of the participants responded 
affirmatively when asked whether the activities associated with CAN helped their 
community improve the capacity to respond to a disaster within the community. 
In the same survey, 100% of respondents affirmed that the activities associated 
with CAN helped their community improve the capacity to recover from a disaster 






Changing the Way Americans Find Help2-1-1701 North Fairfax Street, Alexandria, Virginia 22314   www.unitedway.org
2-1-1 is an easy to remember phone number that con-
nects individuals with resources in their community.  
With approximately 1.5 million nonprofit organizations  
in the United States plus scores of government agencies, 
finding help can be confusing and intimidating.   
2-1-1 centers are staffed by trained specialists who quickly 
assess the callers’ needs and refer them to the help they 
seek.  It’s simple to remember, accessible to everyone at no 
cost, and available 24/7 with multilingual capabilities.
2-1-1 enables people to get help or give help.  
 2-1-1 offers information on a broad range of services, including 
rent assistance, food banks, affordable housing, health 
resources, child care, after-school programs, elderly care, 
financial literacy, and job training programs.  Specialists 
at 2-1-1 centers facilitate thousands of volunteer hours and 
direct donors to locations where their gifts may be most 
needed and appropriate.  One call center’s referrals facilitated 
nearly 65,000 volunteer staff hours worth over $1 million.
2-1-1 benefits the nation.  
The human services system in many of our cities and 
states is not only inefficient and costly, but is confusing 
and time consuming for consumers seeking to give or get 
help. It need not be this way. A 2004 University of Texas 
at Austin cost-benefit analysis of 2-1-1 estimates a net 
value to society approaching $130 million in the first year 
alone, and a conservative estimate of $1.1 billion over 
ten years. A national 2-1-1 system produces cost savings 
for tax payers, employers and government; and 2-1-1 
in any community saves time and enhances the human 
services experience for those needing assistance.
Supporting 2-1-1 benefits your community.  
2-1-1 is locally designed by community stakeholders who are 
aware of their local and state needs and resources.  2-1-1 is part 
of the community fabric, employs local citizens, and serves the 
local community.  Businesses, nonprofit organizations, and 
government officials support 2-1-1 as a way to improve the lives 
of the residents in their communities.  As of January 1, 2007,  
2-1-1 was available to over 190 million Americans 
– approximately 65% of the U.S. population – with 
209 active 2-1-1 systems operating in 41 states, the 
District of Columbia and Puerto Rico. 
2-1-1 enhances public safety and crisis recovery efforts.   
From hurricanes and floods to bio-terrorism, 2-1-1 call 
centers that already exist in communities, operating 24/7, 
are the logical platform for building emergency response 
communication capacity.  In the wake of Hurricanes Katrina 
and Rita, hundreds of thousands of Louisiana, Texas and 
Alabama residents called 2-1-1 with a multitude of needs, 
including shelter, transportation, medical, food and water, 
construction materials, mental health, and questions about the 
availability of and application process for federal, state, and 
nonprofit assistance.  9-1-1 referred non-emergency calls to 
2-1-1, freeing up 9-1-1 operators for life-and-death situations. 
2-1-1 is a private-public partnership.  
2-1-1 is funded through local and state sources including 
local United Ways and other nonprofits, foundations, 
businesses, and state and local government.  The Calling 
for 2-1-1 Act seeks to authorize federal funding of $150 
million for years one and two, and $100 million for years 
three through five through the U.S. Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS) to help implement and sustain 
2-1-1 nationwide.  States would be required to provide a 
50% match in order to draw down the federal dollars.
“ 2-1-1 offers information on a 
broad range of services, 
including rent assistance, food 
banks, affordable housing, 
health resources, child care, 
after-school programs, elderly 
care, financial literacy, and job 
training programs.”
2-1-1 Fact Sheet
